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Great heights of artistry are possible if you combine chunky and finely chopped logs with unsplit branches. This stack was made by Arthur Tørisen, formerly a postmaster at Kvam, in Gudbrandsdal, when he was seventy-six years of age.
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The scent of fresh wood

is among the last things you will forget

     when the veil falls.

The scent of fresh white wood

in the spring sap time:

as though life itself walked by you,

with dew in its hair.

That sweet and naked smell

kneeling woman-soft and blond

in the silence inside you,

using your bones for

a willow flute.

With the hard frost beneath your tongue

you look for fire to light a word,

and know, mild as southern wind in the mind,

there is still one thing in the world

you can trust.

—Hans Børli
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Birch bark is waterproof and has many uses. Here, it is used to protect a traditional Norwegian cord stack from rain—a method used for hundreds of years.
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Earlier, thin sticks of spruce or aspen were called kitchen wood. Because it burns fast and intensely the temperature can be easily controlled, and it was the preferred wood for making food in cast-iron kitchen stoves. Thick logs of birch were called living-room wood.



CONTENTS

[image: img]

TITLE PAGE

FOREWORD: WOODCHOPPING BY ROY JACOBSEN

PREFACE: THE OLD MAN AND THE WOOD

THE COLD

NORDSKOGBYGDA: THE BACHELOR’S FARM AND THE MODEL FOREST

THE FOREST

THE TOOLS

PIONEERS OF THE ELECTRIC SAW

THE CHOPPING BLOCK

ELGÅ: THE WOODSHED IN THE SOUTH WIND

THE WOODPILE

HAMAR: SCULPTURE IN THE GARDEN

THE SEASONING

THE STOVE

THE FIRE

BRUMUNDDAL: THE CHRISTMAS WOOD HARVESTERS

BURNING LOVE

COLD FACTS

SOURCES

REFERENCES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

COPYRIGHT


[image: img]

FOREWORD: WOODCHOPPING

In my experience, chopping wood is a personal business. I’ve often wondered what kind of chopper of wood I am, whether I am the stoic type, like Kjell Askildsen, a fellow Norwegian writer who can stand there with his ax for hours on end and think just one thought. Think it all the way through. Or the more sanguine type, who forgets all his cares as the wood chips fly and the woodpile grows. Or maybe more like my father, the slightly neurotic type, the hoarder, typical of the generation of Norwegians who lived through the Second World War, with all its shortages. When my father died we found out that the reason he kept his Mazda parked out in the street was so that he could fill his garage with wood, something in the region of thirty-five to forty cubic meters of it. I inherited the last load in its entirety, drove it home in a truck, and stacked it in the garden, and the cellar, and the shed. Thirteen years later there’s still some of it left, even though we burn wood all the time.

Or what about the aesthetic type, the poet, who uses a tape measure to make sure all his work is cut to exactly the same length and exerts himself to produce logs that resemble one another as closely as possible, slender and conical, which he stacks with a military precision at some prominent place on his property, often adding a little timber roof so that the whole thing ends up looking like a piece of sculpture such as you might come across in the pages of a coffee-table book.

How about the standard bungler, often found among that group of young ramblers and environmentalists, skiers and fly-fishers, who seldom build more than a campfire—the law permitting—with the help of a little green toy ax and a little green folding saw bought for an outrageous price from the outdoor-sporting-goods store, the kind of person who thinks he already knows all about wood and so never learns anything about it. These types hold forth with a connoisseur’s air about pine twigs and birch bark and decaying birch, which they affect to despise, preferring pine themselves, though they should watch it here: In the eastern parts of Norway, pine is under threat from the elk. They just snort when told that beech makes the best firewood, being the wood that gives the most kilowatt joules per cubic meter, with oak and ash in second and third places and birch competing with rowan a little further down the table; lower still come pine and spruce—and that’s ignoring the cherry and apple trees and a number of other hardwoods (not necessarily deciduous trees), not to mention the gray alder, which doesn’t warm any more than balsa and cardboard no matter how dry and well seasoned it is, way down in eighth place (I think), which we can safely leave to the beavers, who are, fortunately, making their return to the Norwegian fauna. I’ve been missing the beavers.

The industrial approach also deserves a mention. Representative exponents are those middle-aged and humorless natives who will occasionally use an ax and a wedge, but much prefer one of the two types of hydraulic splitters, the electrical one and the one you mount on a tractor. They wear orange helmets, insulated vests, safety glasses, hearing protectors, gloves, and steel-toed boots, even though they’re standing on level ground in their own backyards in the autumn sunlight, with the cutter rigged up between two old pallets so the logs drop straight down into the trailer, which they will afterward reverse into the old barn and deposit in that empty space over there on the right, where in times past the hay was kept. It’s useful work, but it gives them no particular pleasure. The pleasure comes afterward, when they can turn off the machine, get out of all that protective gear, and light up a hand-rolled cigarette.

With the exception of the fumbler and the aesthete, there’s probably a little bit of all these characters in me, though I can’t help feeling there’s something missing from my collection of archetypes. Because to tell the truth, I am starting to get fed up with chopping wood. The sheer amount we go through at the cabin means I’ve been doing far too much woodcutting recently, so that right now I’m probably an unhappy mixture of the collector and the idiot (the man with the safety glasses and earmuffs), whose mood as he goes about his work mingles annoyance, irritation, and impatience. On top of all that, it’s become a bore. And here it now seems obvious to me that I have omitted all mention of the desperado and the melancholic, not to mention the psychopath, representing the darker sides of the human psyche, impossible to ignore in any serious consideration of the art of chopping wood—we are, after all, talking about smashing something into pieces. With all the physical power at one’s disposal, using a sharpened cutting edge—for thousands of years the most efficient battlefield weapon of them all. Modern life doesn’t offer many opportunities to compare with this, to engage in a serious act of violence one day and enjoy the fruits of it the next, and all without doing anyone any harm. Am I a part-time psychopath?

So that is what is most likely to be going through my mind as I address the chopping block these days—the idea that what I’m about to do connects me with history. It reminds me of who I am, and where I come from.

Roy Jacobsen
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PREFACE: THE OLD MAN AND THE WOOD

I can still conjure up vividly the day when I realized that a wood fire is about so much more than just heat. It wasn’t a cold winter’s day. In fact, it was late April. I had put the summer tires on my Volvo weeks earlier, and scraped my skis clean of last year’s wax, and I was all ready for the Easter holidays.

We had moved out here to the little town of Elverum, in southeastern Norway, just before Christmas. With the help of a block heater for the car and a couple of fan heaters in the house, we had made it through the last half of a not particularly arduous winter for the Østerdal region. A couple of retirees lived in the house next door: decent people of the generation born before the Second World War, hardworking and cheerful. Ottar, the man of the house, had trouble with his lungs and hadn’t ventured outdoors much that winter.

On that particular spring day, with a gentle breeze blowing across the fields and water from the winter’s thaw glinting brown in the ditches, nothing was further from my mind than thoughts of the winter now behind us.

A tractor pulling a trailer stopped outside and backed into the neighbors’ driveway. Revved up the engine, tilted the trailer—and dumped an enormous pile of birch logs in front of the house.

Enormous? The load was gigantic. You could feel the ground tremble as the logs came thudding down.

Ottar appeared in his doorway, wheezing. He looked tired and unwell. This was a man whose most extensive outing since last November had been the walk down the path to his mailbox by the fence and back up again.

He stood there, studying the birch logs. Then he changed from his house slippers into outdoor shoes, closed the inside door behind him, and headed over toward the pile, navigating his way carefully around the muddy puddles. He bent down and picked up a couple of logs, weighing them in his hands, and began chatting to the farmer, who had by now turned off the engine.

Firewood now? I thought. When what everybody else is looking forward to is that first glass of beer out on the veranda?

Sure enough. Now was the time. I learned that later from Ottar. Wood should always be bought in April or May. Unseasoned wood. That way the drying process can be properly controlled, the price is lower, and you can get hold of as much of it as you need.

I stood watching from my kitchen window as the tractor left, and Ottar began to shift the wood.

He began to stack it.
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Once more he was able to enjoy the feeling of doing something meaningful.



In the beginning each log seemed to exhaust him and he rested frequently, wheezing and panting for breath. I went over and we exchanged a few words. Thanks anyway, but no, he didn’t need help. “Good wood this year,” he volunteered. “Feel this one. Or this one. Beautiful white bark. Evenly cut, they’ve used a well-sharpened chain saw, you can tell from the way the chip here is square. I don’t use a saw myself anymore. I’m too old. This has been neatly chopped too. You don’t always get that now, not now that everybody’s using a wood processor. Anyway, I must get on.”

And Ottar went back to work, and I went back inside. Not long afterward I took a drive around the area and I noticed how buying wood in the spring was something that everybody here seemed to do. Especially in front of the older-looking houses: always a woodpile. Stocking up, like buying your ammunition in preparation for the elk-hunting season. Or canned food before you set off on a polar expedition.

A week went by and Ottar’s pile of wood wasn’t looking any smaller. Not until another week passed did I notice the top of the pile was slightly flatter now. And wasn’t there a change in him too? Didn’t he seem to have a bit more of a spring in his step?

We began talking. He didn’t really have that much to say about what he was doing. Words weren’t necessary. For a man who had suffered his way through a long winter, struggling against age and ill health, a man who had once been able-bodied and up to the challenge of any physical labor, here at last was a job where things made sense again. Once more he was able to enjoy the feeling of doing something meaningful, and the sense of calm security that comes to the man who knows he is well prepared, he is early, he has time on his side.

I never tried to get Ottar to talk about his feeling for wood. I preferred to watch him in action, peacefully getting on with the job. It was basically so simple and straightforward and yet, in the way he did it, there was also something almost noble about it.

Just once, he mentioned something that was not strictly practical: “The scent is the best thing of all,” he said. “The scent of fresh birch. Hans Børli—my favorite poet—wrote a poem about the scent.”

Ottar spent a month on his woodpile. Stopping now and then, but never for too long, to savor the smell, and the smell of sap from the smattering of spruce logs that came with the load. Until one day there was nothing left but the twigs, chippings, and bark, which he gathered up for use as kindling.

I’ve never seen a man change quite the way he did. Old age and infirmity were still there, but with this sudden flowering of spirit and energy he was able to keep them in their place. He started taking short walks, he stood more erect. One day he even powered up a bright yellow lawn tractor and cut the grass.

Was it just the activity and the summer warmth that made him better? I don’t think so. It was the wood. All his life he’d chopped his own firewood. And although he’d put away his chain saw for good now, he still enjoyed the feel of each log in his hand, the smell that made him feel he was at work inside a poem, the sense of security in his stack, the pleasing thought of the winter that lay ahead, with all those hours of sitting contentedly in front of his woodburning stove. In much the same way, I suppose, that no one gets tired of carrying bars of gold, he knew that what he held in his hands was his insurance against the cold to come.

That’s how this book was born. In my rear-wheel-drive Volvo 240, my quest took me to some of the coldest places in Norway to visit the burners and choppers of wood. I have stopped at crossroads to listen for the buzz of a chain saw or—best of all—the faint creaking sounds of an old man at work with a bow saw. Made my careful approach and tried to bring the conversation around to the subject of wood.

The factual material in this book represents the distilled wisdom of my encounters with people who are passionate about wood, enthusiasts as well as professional researchers. I have benefited greatly from my conversations with experts in the fields of combustion and silviculture. And, not least, from the series of research reports published annually under the modest title Proceedings of the Norwegian Forest and Landscape Institute.

Along the way I’ve tried out most of the techniques I’ve been introduced to. I’ve dried finely chopped oak in our kitchen oven, struggled to build a beehive woodpile, miscalculated the trajectory of a felled pine. And I’ve been on a quest to discover the soul of the wood fire. But wood people don’t always like to put their passion into words. This is something you have to discover for yourself, in the tall, elegantly shaped woodpiles, in the fresh layer of caulk applied to an old black woodburning stove, in an open woodshed with its long wall angled south (don’t worry, all will be explained later). Thus much of this book is concerned with method, because it is about feelings that are communicated through method. On publication it attracted a surprisingly large readership throughout Scandinavia, selling in excess of two hundred thousand copies in Norway and Sweden alone. Firewood enthusiasts from all parts of the world wrote to share their own experiences, and the most useful and important of these have been included in this new edition.

I hope the concentration on method will also make this a useful book, because if it omitted all mention of tree felling, soapstone stoves, how to sharpen chain saws, and different ways of stacking wood, it would amount to little more than a scholarly treatise on the subject for people who neither chop nor stack nor burn wood themselves.

Wood isn’t something much thought about or talked about in Norwegian public life, at least not until the larger connections are made to the goal of a society based on bioenergy. Yet wood will always resonate at some deep level inside me and my compatriots, because our relationship to fire is so ancient, so palpable, and so universal.

That’s why this book is dedicated to you, Ottar. You remembered something the rest of us keep forgetting: that winter comes around each year.

Lars Mytting
Elverum, –24ºF (–31ºC)
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Birch has always been regarded as the queen of firewood in Norway. It grows tall with few branches, and splits easily. This is a meticulously cared-for forest of birch near Fåvang in Gudbrandsdalen. Most of the trees were planted twenty years ago, and undergrowth has been cut away at regular intervals.
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A drying bin made of iron mesh is a good supplement to woodpiles—it is perfect for twisted wood that is difficult to stack.

In need of fire he is, he who steps inside, numb with cold knees.

—Håvamål (Sayings of the High One), from the Poetic Edda, orally transmitted Old Norse mythological poems recorded in the thirteenth century

It was the difference between being frozen and being warm. The difference between ore and iron, between raw meat and steak. In winter it was the difference between life and death. That is what wood meant to the first Norwegians. Gathering fuel was one of the most crucial of all tasks, and the calculation was simplicity itself: a little, and you would freeze. Too little, and you would die.
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Perhaps in the course of a few thousand years of frost and suffering a uniquely Nordic woodburning gene has evolved, one that is lacking in people living in more clement parts of the world. Because wood is the reason the northern peoples are here at all—without it these cold regions would simply have been uninhabitable. A mere century or so of fan heaters has not been enough to wipe out that debt of gratitude—and the joy that harvesting firewood brings may well reflect the awakening and activation of that gene, something that connects us through the ages to the gatherers we are all descended from.

For thousands of years wood was serious business in Norway. From the earliest times, people in the north have chopped green wood and dried it in preparation for the coming winter. Wood has left its mark on the Scandinavian languages. In Swedish and Norwegian, the word for “firewood” is ved, and the Old Norse word for “forest” is the almost identical viðr. Trees meant heat, and since time immemorial people have gathered around open fires in their camps, and later around fire pits, with the smoke escaping through a vent in the roof or tent.

Of course, in former times wood was crucial to the survival of people all over the world, for heating and preparing food. It is our most ancient source of energy, its uses and traditions subject in the main to two conditions: what kind of forests there were, and how cold the winters were. In the years around 1850, for example, the one million inhabitants of Paris consumed annually some three hundred thousand cords of wood. If in our times Scandinavia has become an especially interesting region in which to study the history and culture of heating with wood—bearing in mind that the use of firewood here has increased hugely over the last thirty years—the principal reasons are these: We have a wealth of forestland; our tradition of woodburning has never been broken by the adoption of coal burning or any other means of obtaining heat; Scandinavian countries have been in the forefront of the development of clean-burning stoves with minimal pollution; and, perhaps the single most important factor of all, we cannot modernize our weather. Up here in the north it is still cold.

The Pleasures of Chopping Wood

Wood is chopped, dried, and stacked in fairly similar ways across the Scandinavian Peninsula. Consumption in Norway, Sweden, and Finland is on average 660, 750, and 860 pounds (300, 340, and 390 kilograms) per capita, respectively. Populous Sweden alone goes through three million metric tons of wood a year. Even in oil-rich Norway, an astonishing 25 percent of the energy used to heat private homes comes from wood, and half of that is wood chopped by private individuals.

So the consumption of wood in present-day Scandinavia is not great.

It is enormous.

How big? Well, if we take as an example the annual consumption in Norway, which is 1.5 million metric tons, assume that each log is twelve inches long, and pile all the logs in a stack 6.5 feet high (ignoring the considerable risk of collapse), we would have a woodpile 4,474 miles long, stretching all the way from Oslo to the center of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It might be simpler to stack the logs on a flat surface. If the pile was still 6.5 feet high, it would cover an area of about two square kilometers.
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Mountain birch in a fine, robust square woodpile stacked by Eimund Åsvang of Drevsjø.


There’s no mistake. The calculations come from the number crunchers at the Central Bureau of Statistics of Norway, who often receive astonished feedback at the sheer amount of wood Norwegians go through. In fact, the average annual consumption of a modern Norwegian is 20 percent greater than that of the Parisian of 1850. It might be easier to grasp if we imagine that to transport the timber that makes up a load of 1.5 million metric tons, we would need about two thousand freight trains, with each train hauling twelve cars. It still sounds like an incredible amount, but one-third of our country is covered in forest and, if we take a bird’s-eye view of things, that pile of wood stretching to Africa is a mere drop in the bucket. In fact our annual consumption of wood is just 12 percent of the mean annual growth, and less than 0.5 percent of the volume of standing trees in Norway.

Here is a good place to expand our horizons a little and note that we Scandinavians, with our skis and our thick winter jackets, are not in fact the world record–holders in the consumption of wood, nor does that prize go to the fur-clad Russians of Siberia; it belongs, rather, to the inhabitants of tiny Bhutan, whose average annual consumption is a staggering 2,000 pounds (about 900 kilograms) per capita. Ninety percent of all the energy used in heating and cooking comes from wood, and in the villages of the Bhutanese countryside the consumption is 2,750 pounds (about 1,250 kilograms) per inhabitant. The Bhutanese chop down the equivalent of the annual growth, so consumption at this level is both an environmental and a social problem, since the country teeters constantly on the verge of a wood shortage.

In former times, large parts of Europe also experienced crises arising from a similarly fraught state of affairs. A few centuries ago the amount of wood used in smithies, in building houses, and in shipbuilding was so great that vast expanses of the continent were completely deforested, and shortage of wood became a chronic problem in many lands. Even Sweden suffered. Dwelling places in those days were heated by open fireplaces that had to be kept going night and day, imposing on the occupants what we might nowadays call an open-plan interior, in which all members of the household had access to the central fire.

Open fireplaces do not give off much heat and require enormous quantities of wood. In 1550 it took more than thirty-three thousand loads of wood to keep the Swedish king John III and his courtiers warm during a winter spent at the castle in Vadstena. Large areas of Swedish woodland were almost clear-cut to provide fuel for the great ironworks, and by the eighteenth century the supply of wood had almost dried up. But the Swedes are a resourceful people, and the government commissioned two talented engineers to design and build a more efficient stove. In the space of a few months they had constructed the Swedish kakelugn, the famous tiled stove still in widespread use today. On the first working drawings, from 1767, it was specifically noted that the stoves had been designed “to economize on wood.”

In Norway it was only the oak forests that were clear-cut, and the population was never large enough to threaten a shortage of wood. Cast-iron stoves were the norm in both Norway and Denmark—the oldest surviving one is from 1632. Access to forests was good in Finland, and coal never became a major source of heating energy there either. Not until the coming of electricity and heating oil in the twentieth century did the consumption of wood in northern Europe start to drop, especially in the towns and cities. In Great Britain the adoption of coal was made necessary by the disappearance of the great forests. Oscar Wilde, a firewood enthusiast, observes in chapter 3 of The Picture of Dorian Gray that the advantage to an English gentleman of owning a coal mine was that the income enabled him “to afford the decency of burning wood on his own hearth.”

Security in a Time of Crisis

Then came the Second World War—and wood demonstrated to the full its extraordinary value in a time of crisis. In occupied Norway, the availability of coal, coke, and heating oil sank dramatically. Sales of wood in Norway in 1943 were four times what they had been in 1938, and there was a huge increase in the number of trees felled on the farms. Energy supplies in Finland were still largely based on woodburning, and during the war years the Finns created huge stocks of firewood. More than ten million metric tons were felled each year, and Hakaniemi Square, in the Finnish capital, Helsinki, was filled with wood every winter. The square was one mile long, and the stacks thirteen to sixteen feet high, so these may well have been the largest woodpiles ever built.

The war years were a timely reminder of the value of renewable energy that is locally sourced, and in the postwar years the woodburning stove played a decisive role in the rebuilding of northern Norway. In 1946 the government urged the major woodstove manufacturers to forget the more lucrative foreign markets and devote their efforts to making stoves for use up in Finnmark, Norway’s northernmost county, up above the Arctic Circle. The logic was simple: If there were no stoves, then no houses would be built, and people would be unwilling to move back to revitalize the devastated region.
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Some of the largest woodpiles in the world were those built in Hakaniemi Square, in Helsinki, during the Second World War. The wood was stacked every year in piles thirteen to sixteen feet high. Finnish soldiers developed an attacking strategy that they called the “motti maneuver,” after motti, the Finnish word for “a cord of wood.” This photograph was taken sometime between 1941 and 1944, years in which the annual timber harvest in the country was close to a record twenty-five million cubic meters.



The return of peace also saw the return of manufactured and convenient forms of heating. Contemporary advertisements for the electric radiator are eloquent on the spirit of the times. Along with the dishwasher, the vacuum cleaner, and the linoleum floor, the radiator was a part of the modern era of convenience. Finally the family was liberated from the danger of fire, splinters in the fingers, soot clogging up the air bricks, emptying the ash pan, the constant attention required to keep the fire going, the misery of living in a cold house with a stove that went out during the night, the endless trips out to the woodshed in shirtsleeves to fetch more wood, the stream of injunctions from the chimney sweep on the subject of tiny cracks in the chimney and broken firebricks. People did not have to rise in the middle of the night to put more electricity in the radiator. It must have felt wonderfully modern to be half roused from sleep by the tiny click of the thermostat, distantly recall the bad old days when you might have had to get up and go for more wood, and now simply turn over on your pillow and go back to sleep.

It isn’t surprising that the use of firewood fell into decline during this era. The chain saw didn’t become widely available until twenty or thirty years after the war, and firewood to a very large extent
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The Power of Wood
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NORDSKOGBYGDA: THE BACHELOR’S FARM AND THE MODEL FOREST
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